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Yale Joel, Tina Leser, and
Factory Fashions:
Rethinking Women’s
Roles in the 1950s
Emaline Maxfield

Mentioning the 1950s generally conjures up an image of a smiling
housewife in a dress and heels, pulling a turkey out of the oven to feed her
waiting husband and children. Popular opinion of this era is dominated by the
image of a happy housewife. But this image completely ignores another side of
women’s lives during this decade, the one that existed outside of the home. A
group of photos printed in the April 13th 1953 edition of LIFE Magazine offer an
alternative look at women’s lives during this decade.1 These photographs by Yale
Joel feature clothing designed by Tina Leser, and these fashions catered directly to
women working in factories [Fig. 1-5].2 These photos published in such a popular
magazine demand a closer look and reconsideration at the realities versus the
ideologies that existed in the 1950s. Indeed, several scholars have examined the
cultural and social atmosphere of the United States of America in the 1950s and
come across a more inclusive view of the decade, indicating that women made
great strides in the workplace prior to the feminist movement of the 1960s.3 Joel’s
photographs and Leser’s factory fashions, largely ignored by historians, attest to
1. The title of the feature was “Overhauled Overalls” (LIFE Magazine (April 13, 1953), 110, 113114). Figures 2-5 were included in the original LIFE feature. Figure 1 is part of the Getty collection
of LIFE images, done as part of Joel’s Factory Fashions shoot but not included in the 1953 magazine.
2. Madelyn Shaw, “Tina Leser,” in Contemporary Fashion, ed. Taryn Benbow-Pfalzgrad, 2nd edition
(Detroit: St. James Press, 2002), 423.
3. Several articles that discuss the reconstruction of the 1950s are included in the bibliography.
Among these works are Not June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Postwar America, 1945-1960 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994) which is a collection of articles by various scholars who
challenge the dominance of domestic ideology of postwar America; Mothers and More (Boston:
Twayne Publishers, 1984) which discusses the notion that women played different roles at different
times in their lives; and To Have and to Hold: Marriage, the Baby Boom, and Social Change (Chicago and
London: University of Chicago Press, 2000) which discusses the changing roles between spouses
and marriage ideology in the 1950s.
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the shift occurring in the 1950s. A closer look at the 1950s shows it to be a time
of questioning, transitioning, and negotiating women’s place in society, and Joel’s
photographs illustrate and perpetuate a new reconfiguration of women’s identity.
As stated above, the ideology of the 1950s, which included the celebration of
domesticity and traditional roles for women, tends to dominate the perception
of this era.4 In an attempt to keep women home, domesticity was glamorized;
images of angelic and content housewives abounded [Fig. 5-6].5 During the highly
publicized Cold War, the push for women to stay in the home was a strategic part
of the Kitchen Debate between Russian leader Nikita Khrushchev and American
president Richard Nixon.6 This was the era of McCarthyism, and a general fear of
Communism pervaded the American public. Historian Elaine Tyler May argues
that:
The insecurity and anxiety generated by the presumed Soviet
threat put a premium on family stability and linked women’s
traditional domestic roles to the nation’s security. National
leaders as well as popular culture proclaimed that women’s
role in the international crisis was to strengthen the family
and raise new citizens emotionally and mentally fit to win the
Cold War.7
Therefore, good mothers in the home served as emblems of the United States’
superior moral, and thereby political, values.8 McCarthyism also generated a fear
of difference, and as a result the men and women of postwar America appeared
to be under immense pressure to conform.9 Living a life in accordance with the
status quo and projected image of normalcy10 thereby seemed to guarantee a
level of safety and freedom. Popular television shows such as I Love Lucy seemed
to further emphasize the “norm” of everyday life: a middle-class wife stayed at
home while her husband, who did not permit his wife to work, supported their
family.11 These publicized ideologies dominate a general perception of the 1950s.
The negative impacts of the supposedly lived ideology during the 1950s is
cemented in Betty Friedan’s 1963 work The Feminine Mystique. According to
Friedan, seemingly happy wives actually felt trapped in their prison-like homes
4. Susan Hartmann, “Women’s Employment and the Domestic ideal in the Early Cold War Years,”
in Not June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Postwar America, 1945-1960 (Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 1994), 85.
5. Eugenia Kaledin, Mothers and More (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1984), 77.
6. Hartmann, “Women’s Employment,” 86
7. Ibid., 85.
8. Ibid., 86.
9. Ibid., 85.
10. Kaledin, Mothers and More, 12.
11. Ibid., 27.
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and were filled with deep discontent.12 Their growth was stunted by their forced
presence in the domestic sphere, denying women their “basic human need to
grow.”13 While Friedan’s Mystique presented valid findings and attitudes, her
research presented a skewed perspective; she was selective regarding the articles
she examined, catering to her agenda.14 Friedan oversimplified the issues of the
1950s by ignoring the diversity of gender roles present; she also failed to mention
that domestic discontent was already a prevalent theme that was often addressed
in ladies’ magazines at the time.15 Many women in the Fifties already recognized
the falsities associated with domestic ideology, finding a life of home-making
unfulfilling; as a result, a large portion of women sought to do something about
it rather than silently suffer.16 Women’s magazines prescribed part-time and
sometimes full-time work for women not satisfied by full-time homemaking.17 This
was the way in which these women were able to combat the frequent loneliness
of their domestic lives.18 It is important to note that Friedan’s work did have a
huge impact in that she triggered public protest against the “housewife trap”; her
influence in this regard is undeniable.19 However, many of her conclusions were
not as ground-breaking as they seem.20 The actual behavior of women did, to an
extent, reject this ideology that Friedan painted as a standard of postwar America.
Instead of suffering quietly at home, many chose to seek work as a solution to
domestic discontent.
Influenced by the nature of the Second World War, need, or economic pressures,
women’s entry into the workplace is a defining attribute of postwar America.
According to William Chafe, “the most striking feature of the 1950s...is the degree
to which women continued to enter the job market and expand their sphere.”21
The percentage of women in the workplace increased 8% from 1940-1960, with
5% of that increase occurring between 1950-1960 alone.22 The Second World War
set an important precedence for women’s further advancement into the public
sphere, crucial for the loosening of social barriers to women’s entrance into the
12. Jessica Weiss, To Have and to Hold: Marriage, the Baby Boom, and Social Change (Chicago and London:
University of Chicago Press, 2000), 17.
13. Joanne Meyerowitz, “Beyond the Feminine Mystique: A Reassessment of Postwar Mass Culture,”
in Not June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Post-War America, 1945-1960 (Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 1994), 229.
14. Meyerowitz, “Beyond the Feminine Mystique,” 251.
15. Weiss, To Have and to Hold, 52. I should note
16. Ibid., 65.
17. Ibid.
18. Ibid., 70.
19. Ibid., 252.
20. Ibid., 230.
21. Kaledin, Mothers and More, 62.
22. Ibid. This statistic was taken from the National ManPower Committee’s publication Work in the
Lives of Married Women of 1958.
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workforce.23 Consumerism was a big push for both spouses to work in the 1950s;
whether they worked to afford a new down payment or a middle-class lifestyle24,
these working women saw themselves as contributing to raising their families’
standard of living.25 Historian Eugenia Kaledin further debunks the “myth that
most women who worked during the war were glad to return to domestic life,”
illustrating that many ladies stayed in the workforce or if they did quit, returned
shortly thereafter.26 Many women remained in the workforce out of sheer
necessity as single earners; widowhood was a stark reality post-World War II.27
In fact, certain industries and shops retained their wartime female majorities, and
women comprised anywhere between 25 to 75 percent of the workforce in any
given shop.28 Indeed, by the mid-1950s, the percentages of women’s employment
matched the levels achieved during World War II.29
Research done by historian Joanne Mayerowitz exposed the tensions between
ideals of nondomestic achievement and domestic duty.30 Meyerowitz examined
popular magazines, and she came across several articles that praised careers
while others admonished women to be mothers instead of seeking a career.31
A similar trend is seen in the actions of leaders and popular figures of the time.
While many championed the housewife, other leaders recognized and approved
of women’s growing employment while also seeking “to adjust public opinion
and public policy to accommodate women’s greater participation in the public
sphere.”32 Writers such as Benjamin Spock and Robert Coughlan, however, urged
mothers to forsake economic well-being and place the nurturing of their children
as their top priority.33 Despite popular voices such as Spock and Coughlan,
traditional views began to crack as families enjoyed the niceties made available by
the mother’s employment.34 The National Man Power Commission, a committee
set up in 1951 to take a closer look at America’s workforce, concluded that young
women needed to be informed that paid employment would play an integral part
of their adult lives.35 The 1950s were therefore a time of debate and evolution; it
appears that no single opinion truly dominated the era, but rather the public was
23. Weiss, To Have and to Hold, 51.
24. Ibid, 28, 45.
25. Ibid., 64.
26. Kaledin, Mothers and More, 61.
27. Weiss, To Have and to Hold, 72.
28. Sue Dorothy Cobble, “Recapturing Working-Class Feminism,” in Not June Cleaver: Women and
Gender in Post-War America, 1945-1960 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994), 59.
29. Hartmann, “Women’s Employment,” 86.
30. Meyerowitz, “Beyond the Feminine Mystique,” 239.
31. Ibid.
32. Hartmann, “Women’s Employment,” 86.
33. Ibid., 56-57.
34. Ibid., 75.
35. Cobble, “Recapturing Working-Class Feminism,” 92.
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divided on the issue and images of woman as both worker and housewife were
represented.36
Yale Joel’s photographs for LIFE Magazine are themselves a part of popular
culture and participate in this ongoing discourse. One study reveals that in
any thirteen week period during the 1950s “about half of all Americans…
had seen one or more copies” of the magazine, suggesting its wide circulation
and readership throughout the United
[These images] subtly
States.37 They appeared in a popular
magazine at a crucial time when women
contradicted the
were negotiating a new identity for
messages [women] had
themselves, literally and ideologically.
been raised to believe.
These women of popular culture are a
part of a projected image that includes
the workforce, not the domestic ideal. As working women viewed themselves and
their places in society differently, they subtly contradicted the messages they had
been raised to believe.38 Their clothing enabled them to outwardly manifest their
new identity as a figure in the public realm, contributing to the ongoing discourse
regarding women’s place in American society.
The glamorization of working that is seen in these photos directly counters the
decade’s ideological attempts to glamorize domesticity, exemplifying the pull
between these two theories that Meyerowitz claimed was characteristic of this
decade. Furthermore, the article that accompanied the publication of these
photographs mentions that “few factory workers who wear [Leser’s designs] will
look as sleek and unstained as the models in this picture.”39 By drawing attention
to the pampered and pristine appearance of the models, the article acknowledges
the reality of working women’s actual experiences that often included intensive
labor. These real life women may not expect to look as clean as these models,
but they could certainly be as stylish and confident. The images make a bold
statement, creating a visual break with women’s traditional roles as housewife as
they are projected as happy workers instead of angels in the home.
As more and more women replaced their aprons with stylish new work uniforms,
in these photos and in real life, they asserted a different sort of feminine presence
than what was traditionally considered feminine. Ideology of the 1950s not only
36. Meyerowitz, “Beyond the Feminine Mystique,” 248.
37. James L. Baughman, “Who Read Life? The Circulation of America’s Favorite Magazine,” in
Looking at LIFE Magazine, ed. Erika Doss (Washington, D.C. and London: Smithsonian Institute
Press, 2001), 42.
38. Weiss, To Have and to Hold, 70.
39. “Overhauled Overalls,” 110.
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determined where a woman should be but also how she should act and look.40
Women were encouraged to look attractive for their husbands.41 Indeed at this
time domesticity was conflated with femininity.42 To be feminine meant to be
beautiful, interested in the home and homemaking, and style.43 The way a woman
demonstrated and visually manifested her
More and more
femininity was through her style; Leser’s
women replaced their work clothing allowed women to balance
their roles of woman and worker. In the
aprons with stylish new late 1940s and into the early 1950s, women
work uniforms.
were focused on “expanding and upgrading
the female sphere.”44 Working women could
now outwardly pronounce their presence and refashion their identity, creating a
niche for themselves in a sector usually dominated by men.
Despite the fusion of femininity and domesticity, these clothing offered working
women a more nuanced and modern definition of femininity, one that was not
restricted to the domestic sphere but rather reflected the reality of women’s lives
and decisions. Here femininity is entering the public realm, making a bold yet
chic statement. Instead of conflating domesticity with femininity, working women
could now combine their femininity with the public sphere. At the same time
that they were out contributing to their families’ income, Leser made it possible
for working women to retain a part of a traditional notion of femininity through
their style; an element of the old, traditional associations of style with femininity
is combined with the new, women’s greater participation in the workforce. Two
elements of women’s lives that many at this time were trying to negotiate are
blended together in these photos as the boundaries of femininity are being
stretched. These women needed clothing better suited to the demands of their
lives, and Leser responded in a uniquely feminine and innovative way.
Leser’s designs exemplify many of the aims associated with fashion in the 1950s.
Postwar America was a time of increasing casualness and appropriateness; the
average American woman sought after the most realistic and affordable clothes.45
The American public also sought for versatility, meaning clothing that would be
acceptable for night and daytime wear as well as elegant apparel, all at a reasonable
price.46 Leser’s designs are noted for catering to the “needs and budgets of many
40. Kaledin, Mothers and More, 39.
41. Ibid., 75.
42. Meyerowitz, “Beyond the Feminine Mystique,” 233.
43. Ibid., 234.
44. Cobble, “Recapturing Working-Class Feminism,” 68.
45. Caroline Rennolds Milbank, New York Fashion: The Evolution of American Style (New York: Harry
N. Abrams, Inc., Publishers, 1989), 170-171.
46. Ibid., 172.
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postwar American women.”47 She aimed to create an inventive and innovative
fashion that was accessible to a larger audience.48 In the fashion industry, her
clothing sold for a twentieth, thirtieth, or even sometimes a fortieth of couture
prices.49 Leser is a figure aware of the realities and expectations concerning
women in the 1950s, and she seeks to accommodate women’s shifting roles.
Leser’s legacy as a designer for the everyday woman is reflected in her factory
fashions. Her new design for overalls, a popular article of clothing worn in
factories, was fitted, feminine, and more attractive; they came in a variety of looks
and materials, from plaid denim to tan twill, and were touted as affordable to the
working-class woman.50 Her “Pushed-Up Pants” could also be worn for gardening
and sailing, illustrating their overall practicality for a variety of pursuits.51 Leser’s
“Vanished Pants” could be hidden underneath the skirt for a more elegant and
traditional look.52 These pants could also be reversed to match the striped ticking
jacket, illustrating their versatility. Lastly, her Orlon Coveralls were acid-proof to
protect workers, and they were also useful for cosmetic workers (such as the one
pictured) since it prevented clothes lint from falling into cold-cream vats.53 Leser’s
designs were fairly priced, and they served a variety of functions. The versatility
of the clothing echoed and catered to the versatility of over 4.5 million workingclass and middle-class women.54
Yale Joel’s photographs acknowledge and express shifts in attitude as well as a
renegotiation of social boundaries.55 Changes in styles tend to indicate shifts
in discourse and social relations between different groups.56 These women
negotiated, through their lives, decisions, and their clothing, their changing place
in society and how they viewed themselves. Ultimately they saw themselves,
by donning such stylish and flattering work attire, as women in the workforce,
feminizing a traditionally male sphere. They do not simply mimic men’s clothing,
but instead Leser has created something unique that allows the working woman
to set herself apart and proclaim her presence.
47. Shaw, “Tina Leser,” 423.
48. Ibid.
49. Milbank, New York Fashion, 14.
50. “Overhauled Overalls,” 110.
51. Ibid., 113.
52. Ibid.
53. Ibid., 115.
54. Ibid., 110.
55. Diana Crane, Fashion and its Social Agendas: Class, Gender, and Identity in Clothing (Chicago and London: University Press, 2000), 1. I credit Crane here with the notion that fashion expresses shifts in
attitudes and social boundaries. The application to Tina Leser’s factory designs, however, is my own.
56. Annette Lynch and Mitchell D. Strauss, Changing Fashion: A Critical Introduction to Trend Analysis and
Meaning (Oxford and New York: Berg, 2007), 118.
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These women attest to the changing definition of femininity that was such an
integral part of gendered discourses in postwar America. Judith Butler argues
that gender is constituted through a “series of acts which are renewed, revised,
and consolidated through time.”57 The transformation of gender takes place as
individuals change their actions, altering the norm by ignoring or purposefully
deviating from established rules or notions of gender identity.58 These models
represented the millions of women who were a part of a larger group seeking to
subvert ideology and assert a new definition of womanhood, one that included the
workplace and not only the home. As thousands of women chose to go to work
and make society increasingly more aware of their presence, they are declaring a
new role of the female: that of worker and supporter. As they wear these clothes
and assert their identity in the workforce, they actively participate in the changing
discussion of what it means to be a woman, laying the foundation for future
change. This ongoing debate reached the American public through Joel’s camera
lens, creating a greater awareness and acceptance of working women.
These photographs reflect and further perpetuate the debate regarding women’s
roles in postwar American society. Juxtaposed against a backdrop of domestic
ideology, encouraged by the Cold War’s desire to demonstrate their moral
superiority over Soviet Russia, was the reality of women’s actual lives. Whether
pushed by need or desire to earn, women were an integral part of the workforce
at this time. Although few if any concessions were made to improve women’s
standing in the workforce, to overlook the experiences of women in the workforce
is to irresponsibly ignore the realities of women’s lives in postwar America.
Women challenged tradition by continuing a trend started in the Second World
War, asserting their presence in the workforce both physically and visually with the
advent of Tina Leser’s designs. Leser’s designs reached the everyday woman, and
Joel’s photographs reached the average American, bringing greater awareness to
the ongoing question as to women’s role in society. Both Yale Joel’s photographs
and Tina Leser’s designs take part in the changing definition of femininity. Yale
Joel’s photographs for LIFE Magazine illustrate how women were encouraged to
negotiate a more modern yet also traditional identity, demonstrating the nuances
of this complex decade with regards to women’s lives in postwar America.

57. Ibid., 118.
58. Ibid., 119. For reference 57 and 58 I use Lynch and Strauss’s summary of Butler’s argument.
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Images:
Fig. 1. Overall designs by Tina Leser, photograph by Yale Joel. Fig. 1-5 courtesy of Time & Life
Pictures/Getty Images.

Fig. 2. Tina Leser’s “Vanished Pants,” by Yale Joel.
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Fig. 3. Tina Leser’s “Pushed-Up Pants,” by Yale Joel.

Fig. 4. Tina Leser’s “Orlon Coveralls,” by Yale Joel.
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Fig. 5. Tina Leser’s overalls, by Yale Joel.

Fig. 5. Pep Vitamin ad from 1950s.
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Fig. 6. Magazine Illustration, 1954. Image courtesy of the Bridgeman Art Library.
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